Beyond incarcerated identities: identity, bias and barriers to higher education in Australian prisons by Harmes, Marcus K. et al.
DOI: 10.4018/IJBIDE.2019010101
International Journal of Bias, Identity and Diversities in Education






Identity, Bias and Barriers to Higher 
Education in Australian Prisons
Marcus K. Harmes, University of Southern Queensland, Toowoomba, Australia
Susan Hopkins, University of Southern Queensland, Ipswitch, Australia
















Australian Prisons, Incarcerated Students, Student Identities, Systemic Bias














International Journal of Bias, Identity and Diversities in Education



















































International Journal of Bias, Identity and Diversities in Education


















































International Journal of Bias, Identity and Diversities in Education













INCARCERATED IDENTITIES AND STUDENT IDENTITIES: USING 





























I think studying, I know someone said it before, but it separates you from a lot of the stuff that’s going 
on in the jail (incarcerated university student 2016). 
I’ve tried and used study to separate myself from a lot of it. So I’ve tried to sort of become as much 
of a student as possible (incarcerated university student 2016). 
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I was, yeah, just do another life lag and dirty on the world and everything in it and didn’t give a fuck 
what I was doing you know, but then when me and [another incarcerated student] decided to start 
studying, well yeah everything changed then (incarcerated university student 2016). 
I’ve never studied before and I wanted to change direction. I thought I would give it a sample, give 
it a try (incarcerated university student 2016). 
I just want to make sure I’m keeping up to date. I never want to come back to jail (incarcerated 
university student 2016). 
I want to focus on having a positive outlook. What can I achieve in the timeframe I’m in here 
(incarcerated university student 2016). 
We understand where we come from; how we got to how we think now as people and individuals 
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The﻿new﻿global﻿punitiveness﻿ and﻿ the﻿growth﻿of﻿ the﻿prison-industrial﻿ complex﻿ in﻿ the﻿United﻿
States﻿and﻿parts﻿of﻿Europe﻿(see﻿Garland,﻿2001;﻿Wacquant,﻿2005;﻿&﻿Wacquant,﻿2009)﻿is﻿also﻿evident﻿
in﻿Australia﻿in﻿recent﻿years,﻿where﻿incarceration﻿rates﻿have﻿more﻿than﻿doubled﻿between﻿1975﻿and﻿























2015).﻿Compounding﻿ socioeconomic﻿ disadvantage,﻿ racial﻿ bias﻿ and﻿ indirect﻿ institutional﻿ racism﻿
means﻿Australia﻿also﻿has﻿one﻿of﻿the﻿highest﻿Indigenous﻿or﻿first﻿people﻿incarceration﻿rates﻿in﻿the﻿world﻿
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As﻿the﻿Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody﻿(see﻿Johnston,﻿1991)﻿argued﻿nearly﻿two﻿
decades﻿ago,﻿members﻿of﻿Australia’s﻿‘Stolen﻿Generations’﻿face﻿particular﻿challenges﻿to﻿their﻿sense﻿
of﻿self,﻿personal﻿and﻿cultural﻿identity.﻿As﻿one﻿of﻿our﻿Indigenous﻿incarcerated﻿students﻿told﻿his﻿story:
See I was part of the Stolen Generations, as you know. I was taken from my family at six years old 
you know and I’ve spent three months out of jail since then. They had to let me go from the boys’ 
home because I turned into an adult. I wasn’t under state order then, but I’ve never been out, to miss 
things outside. I’ve never been fishing or camping or what normal people do out there (Indigenous 
incarcerated university student 2016).
We’re victims too and we should realise that but - and how we can be better - because everyone can 
be to a degree; it’s just that there are other ways to go around things. Because their answer in the 
home back then was bashing and kick your guts in, you know. We thought that was the natural thing 
to do. That’s how we were brought up. Unfortunately, [I] took two people’s lives to realise that’s not 
















Periodically, you’ll see newspaper articles, these inmates are studying, it’s ‘what the hell, they should 






I think society just thinks criminals are all the worst that you see on TV. So I think whatever the worst 
criminal you’ve seen on TV, I think that’s what most people think we all are (incarcerated university 
student 2016). 
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or﻿ former﻿ incarcerated﻿ status,﻿ even﻿ in﻿ the﻿ relatively﻿ enlightened﻿ realm﻿of﻿ higher﻿ education.﻿The﻿
incarcerated﻿students﻿are﻿well﻿aware﻿of﻿the﻿barely﻿suppressed﻿climate﻿of﻿hostility﻿and﻿prejudice﻿they﻿
may﻿face,﻿not﻿just﻿from﻿the﻿public﻿and﻿potential﻿employers,﻿but﻿from﻿teachers﻿and﻿other﻿students:
In discussions, you know how you introduce yourself at the start [of the course], I never, ever, ever 
would say I’m an inmate, just because it only takes one to take offence to that and go to the media or 





I speak to some people, one’s a professor who has been to prison and he said, his advice was the 
more qualifications you can get, the less barriers you’re up against in society. So I’m just motivated 
by that. I’m just going to keep trying to get higher and higher (incarcerated university student 2016). 















Having access to different stuff. Just handing in assignments. Getting material on time. Because it’s 
gone digital, some lecturers will send it and some won’t. The education officer can download stuff 
and put it on my laptop. I have trouble reading twenty different things on a laptop. Paper copies don’t 
arrive even when they say they are going to send them. I don’t know what’s there either. There are 
probably services that I’m entitled to. Books don’t come for three or four weeks. When you’re doing 
four subjects, things keep piling up. It would be good if we could speak to [the university] support 
directly (incarcerated university student 2016). 
Most of our time is spent waiting for EOs [Education Officers] to download course materials. The 
other problem is journal articles. We don’t have time to read abstracts. A searchable database for 
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journal articles would be good. You can’t just download articles, you have to wait a few days or the 
EO to be able to sit with you and download stuff (incarcerated university student 2016). 
Aside﻿from﻿lack﻿of﻿reliable﻿access﻿to﻿technologies﻿and﻿staff,﻿Australian﻿incarcerated﻿students﻿
also﻿complain﻿about﻿their﻿study﻿conditions,﻿in﻿particular,﻿a﻿lack﻿of﻿privacy﻿and﻿quiet﻿space﻿to﻿study:
Prison is an environment where it is especially difficult to remain focused…being noisy, regimented…
lack of a supportive peer group...a greater emphasis is placed on employment, than on education 
(incarcerated university student 2016). 
It’s noisy… Everything echoes. I set up all my stuff on the dining room table. The moment I’m finished, 
I have to pack everything up so it doesn’t get touched (incarcerated university student 2016). 
It’s not a nice place. It’s an unnatural environment. People aren’t designed to live in this environment 








Education has the least priority. Security is more important (incarcerated university student 2016). 
There is no real stimulant to change in here. I think any change is started voluntarily (incarcerated 
university student 2016).
Industries is what they want. They’d rather you go in and out; yeah come back, work for $3 a day, they 
make what they make, than you sitting up here bettering yourself and not coming back (incarcerated 














Soon as a crim, a lifer or a long termer gets out, they put them - they stipulate in their parole that 
they can’t have association. So you can’t ring that person or talk to that person or write a letter to 
them because he’s an ex-crim (incarcerated university student 2016). 
Incarcerated﻿students﻿also﻿complain﻿about﻿financial﻿constraints﻿ to﻿further﻿study﻿–﻿a﻿common﻿
problem﻿for﻿ low﻿socio-economic﻿background﻿students﻿which﻿ is﻿exacerbated﻿by﻿ the﻿constraints﻿of﻿
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If somebody had walked up to me four, five years ago and said you’re going to be doing uni I’d just 
smack them in the mouth and say wake up to yourself. Now I’m three and a half years into it you 
know (incarcerated university student 2016). 
It’s [education] changed my whole life. I’ve been in jail nearly 40 years - since 1978. I never went 
to school or anything. Only started studying in 2012. The things you learn every day it intrigues me, 
you know, inspired me to keep going every day because well I was a part of the Stolen Generations 
and to learn so much about our culture - because I’m doing anthropology and Aboriginal studies 
and Australian studies - but I wanted to do anthropology because it learns about everybody else’s 
culture as well (incarcerated university student 2016). 
I wish I would have done it [higher education] 30 years ago; I wouldn’t have done 40 years. 
(incarcerated university student 2016). 
… even if you don’t use it [higher education] for anything to go on in a career, it just gives you a 
wider perspective and then you can communicate outside of your box; there are other things to talk 
about and you can talk to people on different levels. Wider understanding of our culture and society 
and how it works and how we’re supposed to operate within it (incarcerated university student 2016). 
I’ve got heaps more self-confidence; like because I never went to school now I can - I’m still a slow 
reader, but I’m picking up you know, but yeah it’s changed my whole quality of life too. Before I used 
to just get around looking for drugs and violence and now I study 24/7 so that keeps my mind off the 
other bullshit; you know what I mean (incarcerated university student 2016)?
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CoNCLUSIoN: INCLUSIoN, ACCESS AND SUPPoRT
It﻿is﻿important﻿to﻿recognise﻿the﻿hope,﻿self-determination﻿and﻿agency﻿of﻿our﻿incarcerated﻿participants﻿













One﻿of﻿ the﻿key﻿ findings﻿of﻿ our﻿ research﻿ is﻿ that﻿ the﻿barriers﻿ to﻿ successful﻿ completion﻿which﻿
incarcerated﻿students﻿face﻿are﻿not﻿just﻿academic﻿or﻿technological.﻿The﻿learning﻿environment﻿of﻿the﻿
prison﻿also﻿hinders﻿student﻿take-up,﻿progression﻿and﻿completion,﻿in﻿part﻿by﻿eroding﻿student﻿motivation﻿
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